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ABSTRACT OF THESIS
YOUTH HOMELESSNESS
This descriptive study identified the characteristics of youth applylng for services

at

Minneapolis Youth Diversion in Minneapolis, Minnesota, between January 1, 1996 and
December 31, 1996. Minneapolis Youth Diversion is a non-profit, youth serving agency,
located in Minneapolis. An analysis of 507 intake sheets were reviewed to determine the

factors related to youth homelessness. These factors included characteristics related to
gang involvement, ethnicity, and abuse history The average age of youth applying for
senrices was age seventeen. More females than males applied

for services, and a majority

of the youth were African American, contradicting the literature which indicates that most
runaways are Caucasian. However, youth from all ethnic groups were represented in the
study

Nanci Jo Zenner

May 14, 1997
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Overryiew
This first section describes the problem of homeless youth, in particular, those

youth who are severely damaged and survi-ring on their own by sleeping in vacant
buildings, eating out of trash cans, panhandling, and selling their bodies The purpose and

rational of the study is also discussed. The final part of this section discusses the
thereorectical frameworks and the history of the problem.

lnfroduction
In reviewing the literature, there appears to be an increasingly large body

of

research directed at the problems of youth homelessness and running from home and care.

Most of the research has tended to focus on youth who were a part of homeless families,
This paper takes a different approach, however, by looking instead at the characteristics,
problems, and the number of youth who run away or are thrown out, and as a result,
become homeless. This is not to say that all youth who run away or are thrown out
become homeless.

The purpose of this thesis is to describe the characteristics related to youth
homelessness. Youth homelessness is a problem that has become more visible in recent
years (Abbott

& Blake, 1988), and a major

issue in the United States (Killeen, 1986;

Thornburg, 1982). In this study, youth homelessness refers to those individuals without
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parental, foster, institutional, or alternative homes (White, 1989). In some cases, these

youth have been urged to leave their home with the knowledge of their guardians (White,
1989). According to Shane (1989) there are about a half a million youth thought to be
homeless. Cwayna (1993) estimated that there are between 1,500 to 2,000 homeless youth

on any given night in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Visibility of Homelessness
"Youth homelessness has become a more visible problem in recent years" (Abbott

& Blake, I988, p. I

B) and is "now a major issue in the United States" (Killeen, 1986, p

97). In America, homelessness has always existed (Cwayna, 1993) and becomes more of a
public concern at Christmas, only to fade when the spirit of goodwill disappears (Hodgkin,
1987). "Like a person's se>nral orientation or religious affiliation, a youth's homelessness
is often not visibly identifiable" (Cwayna, 1993,

p

3)

"This society is faced with a major social and public health issue, that of the
homeless and runawayyouth in its midst, although usually out of

it's sight. These youth

are at risk for many physical ailments and of communicating [sic] them. They are

extremely susceptible to mental and emotional problems and illnesses. They have a bleak
and hopeless future. Some are pressed into participation in illegal activities, although many

resist" (Shane, 1989, p.212).

Purpose arid Rationale of the Study
The purpose of this research is to identify the reasons youth are becoming
homeless and grve direction to possible solutions for this dilemma. The results of this
study

will help to expand the knowledge

base to better understand this issue, Social

3

workers, probation officers, and youth workers would benefit from ongoing training and
education that addresses issues dealing with homeless youth. All professionals and
members of our communities could benefit from an enlarged view of the factors which

affect homeless youth.
This information will be considered for developing recommendations for important

policy and practice changes in the field of social work. 'oSome may be in a position to
prevent youths from becoming homeless, while others may see ways to assist youths in

getting offthe streets. Still others may have a means to challenge or reshape current youth
senrices" (Cwayna, 1993,

p 8) Cwayna (1993) also states there are opportunities for

change everywhere.

Iheoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that best describes this study is the ecosystems
perspeetive by Carel Germain

(1991) Germain (1991) explains it

as the relationship

between the environment and the individual. To understand this, one must look at the
context of society and people from a holistic view, There are a variety of interactions that
occur within this framework with messages traveling to and from the individual It is the

author's belief that attributes

of "relatedness, competence, self-direction,

are outcomes of person: environment relationships"

(p

and self-esteem

27)

The presence of several relationships makes it difficult to define important
a

variables in the behavior of homeless youth, However, a variety of personal,
environmental, and developmental factors can result in a youth becoming homeless.

4

According to the ecosystems perspective, youth are identified as a product of their
environment, they live what they learn, and learn what they live.

fuiother theorist, Erik Erikson describes the development of children as a series of
basic conflicts throughout their life span. Children are taught to trust and mistrust their

world as infants. If they are well cared for and fed they learn to trust, if not, they learn to
distrust (Berger, I988)

Biological, environmental, as well as other factors influence children and their
behavior. It is therefore hard to determine which specific factor puts a youth more at risk

for homelessness. Instead, it appears that a combination of several factors within

a

youth's

environment contributes to their risk of homelessness.

History of the Problem
Homeless and runaway youth are not unique to the United States, nor peculiar to

our era. The World Health Organization published material on homeless and runaway
youth as a world-wide phenomenon (Shane, 1989).
Historically, runaway and homeless youth have been the subjects of some of our
most enduring literature, Dickens wrote about them in Oliver Twist. Susan Hinton, at age
16, wrote about them in the popular literature book

for high school English classes,

T.he

Outsiders. Huckl*e.rry Finn, by Mark Twain, was described as a runaway fleeing from a

punitive, drunken father when no other avenue was open to him Dorothy, in the classic
movie, The Wizard of Oz, was portrayed as a runaway. Davey Crockett and Ben FrankJin,

real-life American heroes, considered their running away as adventurous, challenging, and
character building (White, 1989).

5

Young people who left home without permission in the early Puritan Colonies
were viewed as a loss since they essentially worked as laborers, apprentices, or domestic
senrants for the family's agricultural economy (White, 1989). In modern day society,

adults have attempted to control and contain runaway behavior on the part of children and
teenagers by classrtnng running away as a crime, moral transgression, and deviant

psychological behavior (White, I 989).

Summary
In an attempt to find solutions for the homeless youth crisis, different variables
must be identified Clariffing the demographics of the population under study may indicate
some similarities in the population which could be causal factors. Discovering the specific
reasons why some youth have become homeless directly identifies causes and points to

possible solutions. It is anticipated that services, such as preventative measures, will be
developed from the information gathered.

Solutions cnn be identified by looking at causes. The theoretical concept of the

"feminization of poverty" offers insight into the cau$e$ of homelessness for single female
youths. The "strengths perspective" generates solutions to this problem, The Darwinian

theory of sunrival of the fittest rules existence for homeless youth. These are just some

of

the theoretical and conceptual frameworks used in the literature. This research may help
professionals better understand the numerous issues faced by homeless youth and thus

better serve their needs.
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CHAPTERTWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
In this section, youth homelessnes$ will be defined. More specifically, the cause of
the problem, the population affected, and the issues faced by homeless youth will be
explored.

The Homeless Problem
In the field of child abuse and neglect, a major concern is the growing number of
runaway and homeless youth. There are homeless and runaway youth living on the streets

in every major city throughout the world (Kufeldt & Irlimmo, 1987). With three quarter
a million

of

to 2 million youth running away each year in the U.S. and about half a million of

these adolescents thought to be homeless, there is no question that youth homelessness is
a problem (Shane, 1989).

Homeless Youth Defined
'Tlomelessness is not necessarily a matter of sleeping rough" (Hodgkin, 1987, p.

l5). Youth

homeles$ne$s describes teens who populate the streets and survive on their

own because they are from extremely damaged families, or have been thrown out of their

owil homes without the option to return (Price, lg8g).
'?revious research on homeless adolescents has largely ignored the distinction
between those who have left home on their own volition (runaways), and those who have
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been forced to leave (throwaways)" (Hier, Korboot,

& Schweitzer,

seems to be some confusion over the distinction between the

1990,

p

761). There

two. The difference between

runaways and homeless youth is that nrnaways have left families and homes to which they
can return, rather than the families and homes have

"left" the homeless youth (Shane,

1989). "Homeless youth are different-they are without a home to return to" (Cwayna,
1993,

p

4)

According to Kurtz, Janris & Kurtz, (1991), there are 5 primary types ofyouth
who become homeless: Youth who are members of a homeless family already; youth who
have left in order to escape sexual and/or physical abuse; those that are asked to leave

(thrown or pushed out) by their guardians; youth that were removed from their homes by
protective agencies; and/or youth identified as minority immigrants who face deportation if
identified.

According to a number of researchers including Young, Godrey, Mathews, &
Adams (1983); and White (1989), the estimated number of runaway adolescents ranges

from I million to 4 million per year. According to studies using probabilistic sampling
techniques, it is predicted that

I out of every 8 teenagers between the ages of 12 and tB

will runaway from home at least once. The largest percentage of runaways is made-up of

l5 and 16 year

olds.

Street violence is more attractive to youth than remaining in a family setting where

parental alcoholism and abuse occur. The runaways from healthier homes tend to return
home. Thus, adolescents from extremely disturbed families tend to populate the streets

I
(Price, 1989) "It is true that most homeless youth have walked away from something, but

it is usually something toxic" (Cwayna, 1993, p 4)
According to White (1989); Adams & Gullota (1983), most youth run away alone,

without companions, and only a few run away more than three times, These runs are
generally poorly planned. "Whether they are called homeless or runaway, only a minority
(36 percent) go back home" (Shane, 1989, p.212).

The Cause of the Problem
The director of the Illinois Department of Child and Family Services reported the

following findings of sunreys in a report to his state governor:
Agencies working with youth are learning that adolescents are not leaving home

for the Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer adventure, or to be flower children like in the
1960s, or over frustration about not getting the new clothes, or use of the car they

wanted. Instead, they are leaving home, or being forced out, because of serious, sexual,
physical, and emotional abuse. They end up homeless because of a breakdown in their
families and the inability to locate available resources. The experiences of the adolescents

in America who make a living by prostitution and drug dealing, hardly fit America's
traditional view of the family as a unit of support and welfare for youth (Killeen, 1986).

"You may have already encountered homeless youth" (Cwayna, 1993, p 4) They
can be seen on the streets and in the public areas of most American cities such as

Chicago's notorious North Side and Madison's Capitol Square. It is there that homeless

youth experience a life of violence and drug abuse and become involved with pimps

(Killeen, 1986).

t
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ISSUES FACED BY HOMELESS YOUTH
Street Survival
Homeless youth can find themselves living in a nightmare, gravitating towards the

big cities in hopes of finding help or a job (Hodgkin, 1987; Chappell, 1986), Several youth
who do not return home in a few days travel to large cities like New York, Chicago, and
Los Angeles (Manrq 1983; Ritter, 1979;White, 1989). '"lilith a large population (almost

I0 percent of the entire nation), waffn weather, numerous beaches and a reputation for
being 'a cool place,' California has become a popular haven for homeless street youth"
(Pennebridge, Yates, David, & Mackenzie, 1990, p. 159). It seems that youth from rural
areas head towards the metropolitan areas but the reverse does not seem to be true.

"Inevitably, the big city becomes their last hope" (Chappell, 1986,

p 8) According

to New York police, there is an estimated 20,000 runaways in New York City (Ritter,
1979; White, 1989).

It is estirnated that on any night in Minneapolis, there are between

1,500 and 2,000 homeless youth (Cwayna" 1993).

A major concern

is the growing

number of runaway and homeless youth to be found in downtown urban areas (Kufeldt

&

Nimmo, 1987).
The street becomes a final resort. Sometimes it is a cry for help or assistance. For
kids on the run it may begtn as a respite before it becomes an escape. Considering Kufeldt
and Nimmo's 1987 research,

it is no escape. The abuse, neglect, and exploitation exists on

the streets. "The sad and finat outcome for some may be death" (Kufeldt, & Nimmo,
1987, p, 5a0).

IO

Prostitution
According to Bucy (1985), Mann (1983), & White (1989), a majority of the [ongterm runaways are self-emancipated youth who have become a permanent part of the
street society. About 5,000 runaways are never heard from again A large number of the
missing persons listed by the National Crime lnformation Center are made up of runaway

juveniles (Bucy, 1985; Mann, 1983; & White, 1989).

Young, male prostitutes, too young to be legally employed, can work and support
themselves on

Hollprood's Santa Monica Boulevard or in Chicago, by charging $300 -

S450 for a weekend.
parlance because

A section in New York was renamed the 'Minnesota Strip' in street

it attracts blond teenage prostitutes of both

sexes, mainly from out

of

state (Langrray, 1982; Mann, 1983; White, 19S9).

Five hundred and ninety-five police departments in 50 states have provided

information that has been used to estimate that there are between 100,000 and 200,000
adolescent prostitutes in the United States, with the average age being 15 (Thornburg,
1980; White, 1989). The risk that a youngster will be drawn into illegal activity is based
on two major factors; distance away from home and length of time on nm (Kufeldt

&

Nimmo, 1987; Mann, 1983).
Adults have an increased fear for AIDS, which leads to a demand for younger
teenage prostitutes of both sexes. This means an increased risk for youth.

It's ironic that

many adolescents who leave home to escape from sexual or physical abuse often end up
being physically and sexually abused again once they are forced to sunrive out on the
streets

(white, 1989).

ll
In Minneapolis, it is estimated that 80 percent of homeless youth come from
abusive homes (Cwayna,

1993).'No home, no job, no money; for some, selling

themselves seems the only way to survive" (Chappell, 1986,

p 8)

School teachers, doctors, police officers, and bankers are among the 'respectable
husiness men'that have heen arrested

for soliciting young prostitutes (Chappell, 1986).

Heal-th Effects

It is difficult to determine which

came first, homelessness or poor health.

Homeles$ness generally is the result, as well as the precursor to

ill health and injuries. A

characteristic of homeless individuals is the fact that many suffer from poor health and are
exposed to life threatening situations. Street life can be violent for some, and unhealthy for
al[. Homelessness leads to illnesses through such factors as exposure to viruses and stress,
and lack of accessibility to health care. When one is forced to move frequently from one
unstable environment to another, or forced to Iive on the streets, the inevitable result is
stress and illness (Daly, 1990).

Most of the youth who are on the street are there because they lack alternatives,
Essentially all suffer from some health ailment. Homeless youth are subjected to
continuous stress, ill health, and injuries. A large percentage are involved in chemical
usage, and are the victims of se:mal abuse (Daly, 1990). For youth who end up on the
streets, homelessness is characterized by fear, exploitation, violence, and by the constant

attempt to find food and shelter (Abbott & Blake, 1988). "The traumafaced by homeless

youth in the forms of disease, exposure, poverty, exploitation, and crime is hard to
comprehend, and its preventability compounds the tragedy" (Cwayna, 1993,

&u$t&*r$ #*niruqn Ltkr'ar'g

p

4)
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Summary
Who are the homeless teenagers? In summation, Mann (1983), Langway (1982),
and White (1989), have indicated that 50 - 60 percent of the population are teenage girls

Almost 90 percent of runaways return within 48 hours of being gone (Langway, 1982;
Mann 1985) and l8 percent travel more than 50 miles from home (Adams & Gullotta,
1983; White,

1989) Both Langway (1982)

and White (1989) indicate that more than

half

of the runaways (60 percent) had never been in trouble with the law before running away.
The majority of runaway youth are white, but runaway youth are represented by all ethnic
and economic cross sections of the population (Rice, 1984; Nye, 1980; White, 1989)
Several recent studies on homeless youth indicate that they come from varying

levels offamily income, ethnic groups, and types of families. Homeless youth come from
families that are intact, adoptive, female-or-male headed, one-parent, or blended. They
come from families with only one child, with just a couple of children, or with several

children, Generally, homeless youth are most likely to come from female-headed, singleparent, or blended families with many children, especially step-siblings (Shane, 1989).
Families with multiple problems or conflict tend to be related to the displacement

of youth as well as substance abuse, poverty, impending or actual divorce or separation,
remarriage, overcrowding, relocation, and the death of a resident relative. "A recurring
thread is the abuse, neglect, and rejection of the young per$on by one or both of the
parents" (Shane, 1989, p. 209).

In the past, financial situations and economic exploration were the main reasons

for adolescents to leave their home. During the 1960's, the'tlower children" left home to
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embrace a new kind of lifestyle.

It is also possible that family circumstances played a part

in the matter of who did the seeking. Within the last fifteen years, it has become evident
that the running is less frequently toward than away from something It is often from a
place and life in which the runaways felt rejected, unwanted, abused, unheard" and

unhappy (Shane, 1989).
The purpose of this research study was to describe major characteristics

of

homeless youth. More specifically, the characteristics, problems, and the number of youth

who runaway or are thrown out, Hopefully, this research will bring attention to and create
a clearer picnrre of the very serious issues that homeless youth face on a day

to day basis.

t4

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
Overview
This is a descriptive study, The purpose of the study is to describe the composition

of the population of homeless youth based on youth who applied for services at the
Minneapolis Youth Diversion Program from January I , 1996 to December

3I

, 1996. The

Minneapolis Youth Diversion Program is a non-profit youth senring agency in
Minneapolis, Minnesota. Youth can seek services on a voluntary basis by completing an
intake interview with a case worker.
This study will not represent all youth who were homeless in Minneapolis during
this time frame, only youth who applied for services at Minneapolis Youth Diversion. The
researcher has been granted approval by the above agency to conduct this research, (See

Appendix A).

Research Question
The research question addressed in this study wa$: Who are the 'homeless"
teenagers? Characteristics related to gang involvement, ethnicity, and abuse history was
also examined. The literature describes and analyzes who makes up the homeless youth

population.
The intent of this study was to provide descriptive data related to a segment of the
homeless youth population in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

l5

Defrnition of Agency
The population includes the total number of youth who applied for services at the
Minneapolis Youth Diversion Program in Minneapolis, Minnesota between January
1996 and December

3I

, 1 996. This is congruent to the characteristics of

l,

a descriptive

study, utilizing the largest scale possible. Intake forms were completed on 507 youth at
Minneapolis Youth Diversion Program between the ages of 14 and 23 during the 1996
calendar year. Of the 507 youth who applied for services, only a portion of these cases

were opened for case management. Some youth were referred to other agencies and
resources,
Several researchers have attempted to identify significant variables affecting youth
homeles$ness. There does not appear to be a single cause nor a specific list

of

characteristics which fit all homeless youth. Youth homelessness is a result of a variety

of

factors including social, environmental, personal, and familial. Circumstances which result

in homelessness are, therefore, not readily identifiable.

Research Design
This study involved the use of secondary data. Secondary data analysis refers to

reviewing data that has previously been collected by an agency. In this study, intake sheets
pertaining to youth who applied for services at The Minneapolis Youth Diversion Program
were used. The unit of analysis was individual human beings, more specifically,
adolescents.

It was the decision of the researcher not to interview adolescents but to

use

existing data. The vulnerability of subjects was a consideration that led to this decision,

l6
ln order to ensure confidentiality of the youth and their families, identifying
information was removed prior to the study by agency staff The researcher also used tally
sheets

to record documentation. Every effort was made to protect the anonymity of

individuals in this study
The intake sheets used in the data collection were first cleared of any identifyrng

information. Specifically, parts of the intake sheet which identified the client's name,
parent's nrune, phone numbers, and addresses were removed.
The purpose of this study was to collect demographic information. A tally sheet
was developed to record:

l)

age, 2) gender, 3) ethnicity,4) documented gang

involvement, and 5) closed ended questions about documented physical, sexual, or
emotional abuse of the child. (Appendix

B)

Information available to the researcher

included only the intake forms.

Data Analysis
The intent of this study was to obtain descriptive data on a segment of the
homeles$ youth population receiving services from one agency in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Spreadsheets were used to organize data and develop graphs for presentation. Data was
coded and arranged accordingly for these programs. This research project was not

intended to identify intervention success. Data obtained from this study will be destroyed
on or before June 30, 1997

.

Univariate and bivariate analysis was used to analyze the collected data.
Percentages, means, modes, and prevalence was the predominant method of presenting the

r7
data. Frequency distribution was used to describe the number of times various attributes

were obsenred.
The researcher administered the data collection instrument by use of tally sheets.

Nominal measures such as sex, ethnicity, and gang affiliation were used. The study
involved quantitative data. The researcher had planned to use a computer program to
analyze the data. However, the data was manually tabulated and calculated by the
researcher instead.

Summary
This descriptive study focused on defining who makes up the homeless youth

population. The data used to gather this information was taken from intake sheets used
during 1996 at Minneapolis Youth Diversion. The researcher used tally sheets to record
the information" The data collected was analyzed using univariate and bivariate analysis to
establish relevant relationships between the data. The following chapter presents the

results of the analyzed data obtained from the 507 intake sheets.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
Overview
This chapter presents the research findings. It contains descriptive information

of

the youth who applied for services, including the number of youth who applied for
services, as well as the ethnicity, &B€, gender, and highest level of education completed by
each youth. Quantitative data is presented as a means of describing and explaining the

phenomena that the observations reflect. AIso included is a discussion of the findings in

relation to the literature review.

Distribution of Youth Applying for Senrices
The total number of youth applyrng for services at Minneapolis Youth Diversion
during the study was 507. The majority of the youth applied for services in March, April,
and July. The fewest number of youth applied for services in May and December. More
females applied for services per month than males, with the exception of September. In

September, 19 males applied for senrice$, compared

to

17 females" Gender data was

missing on one intake sheet for the month of September. In August, gender data was
missing on two intake sheets.

The fewest number of youth, 6 percent, applied for services in both May and
December which would rule out weather (summer versus winter) being a factor in the

number of youth that were homeless at any given time. One factor to explain the

l9
difference in the number of youth applyrng for services per month may be related to the
amount of outreach services provided by the agency during different times of the year. In
reviewing the dat4 it appears that homeless youth are very mobile.

Table
Month

I

Distribution of Youth Applyrng for Services

of

Number

Youth Applyrng
%
January

February
March

April
May

57

30
36

June

July
August
September
October
November
December
Totals

46
47
60

55

42
37

Males

N:192

7

tl

I

30

l0
9

27

7

33
43

II

l4
t2
l5
2t

6

t8
2t

6

17

7

t9

I

33

7

34
30

6

I

507

100%

t92

l5

7

%

28

12

6

N:312

l0
l4

l6
l9

ll

%

I

9

9

Females

I

1l

I

7

34

II

23

7

l0

t7

4

25

I

l3

l9

5

I

5

2t

6
7

100%

312

100%

Educational Background

Of the 507 youth applying for senrices, a majority I I o (22%) had at least a tenth
grade education and 34

U%) had a twelfth grade education. Data was missing for 20?

(41%) of the youth who applied for services. The study did nst distinguish youth who are
currently in school from those who have dropped out.

20

Gender and Ethnicity
Gender distributions were not equitable This is supported by the findings. The

population consisted of 312 (62%) females, and 192 (38%) males. Data was missing on
three forms (.59%)

Another characteristic researched in the study was race and ethnicity. As illustrated
in Table 2, the majority of youth applyng for services were African American, followed by
Caucasian. According to the literature, a majority of runaways are Caucasian. Advertising

by Minneapolis Youth Diversion indicates that 70-80 percent of the youth are children

of

color.
Table

2

Gender and Ethnicity

Race

Males

Females

N:312

N:192

o/o

75
52

39
27

149
74

Multiracial

l9

l0

35

Somalian

16

Native American
Hispanic or Latino
Asian
Other
Missing

9
6

Total

19?

African American
Caucasian

3

0

t2

I

ort

48
24
II

l0

J

5

l3

4

3

6

2

2
0
6

J

I

7

2

l5

5

100%

}tZ

100%

Age of Youth
The average age of youth applying for services at the Minneapolis Youth

Diversion Program is 17 years of age. The 17 year olds also make-up the largest
percentage of the population
24Yo.

$A%) applyrng for services, followed by the

16 year olds at

21

Table 3 Age of Youth

Number of Youth

Age

N:507

%

l4

J

1

15

23

5

16

t23

24

t7

202

40

l8

88

t7

19

6l

12

20

4

I

2t

,)

<l

/.5

I

<1

Total

507

100%

Gender Distribution

Mann (1983), Langway (1982), and White (1989), indicated that 50 - 60 percent

of the homeless youth population are teenage girls, This is consistent with the findings

of

this research study. Of the 507 homeless youth applying for services at Minneapolis Youth

Diversion Program, 62 percent were female opposed to 38 percent being male.
Ethnicity of Y-oJth
According to Rice (1984), Nye (1980), and White (1989), a majority of runaway
youth are white. The results of this study indicated that 44 percent of the youth applylng
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for services were African American, and 25 percent were Caucasian. However, youth
from all ethnic backgrounds were represented in the study.
Age and Education Level
The highest number of respondents were seventeen year olds (40 percent),

followed by sixteen year olds (24 percent)" Twenty-two percent of youth completed tenth
grade. Fourteen percent of the youth completed eleventh grade. These are the youth that
appear to be the most at risk for homelessness. Some youth were still attending school

while others had dropped out. The literature did not specifo the average age for homeless
youth. The literature did indicate that the average age for prostitution amongst adolescents

is 15 (Thornburg, 1980; White, 1989).
From the researchers experience in working with youth, there seems to be a
decline in the amount and types of services available to youth after they turn sixteen,

which is typically tenth grade. Programming such as independent living skills needs to be
targeted towards sixteen and seventeen year olds who are at risk

of becoming homeless.

Ideally, it would be beneficial to begrn to offer services to youth at a much younger age.
Phlrsical. Senral and Emgtional Abuse
Physical abuse, sexual abuse/assault, and emotional abuse were questions not listed
on the intake forms that were used prior to August 1996. Therefore the findings are not

reflective of all 507 youth that applied for services, only 176 of the youth who applied for
senrices heginning in August 1996.

According to the data, beginning in August, l8 percent of the males indicated they
had been physically abused, compared

to

3l

percent ofthe females. Also,4 percent of the
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males indicated they had been sexually abused, whereas 24 percent of the females reported
sexual abuse. None of the males reported emotional abuse and only one percent of the
females reported emotional abuse. These numbers are low. The literature indicates a high

number of homeless youth have been abused. Also, the literature indicates that adolescents

from extremely damaged families tend to populate the streets (Price, 1989).
Parents, relatives, significant others, friends, and strangers were all listed as

perpetrators. Some females as well as males indicated they had exchanged sex for a place

to sleep. Some respondents indicated they had been jumped and/or raped by gang
members. Of the abuserecorded, it was not dosumented whether the abuse occurred while
the youth was still residing at home or after the youth had left home. According to

Cwayna (1993) a majority of runaways were mistreated prior to running.
Gang Affiliation
Gang involvement was not a question addressed on the intake form and therefore

not reported in the findings section. However, 3 percent of the youth reported some type
of gang involvement to the intake worker. This information was documented in the
comment section on the intake form. The youth's direct involvement, status, or affiliation
was not clear. Some youth indicated they were involved with gangs in other cities, while
other respondents indicated they were not directly involved but affiliated with someone

who was.
A.dditional Findines

In reviewing the information reported on the intake forms, there appeared to be
some common themes. Several youth indicated they had received counseling or treatment

24

for substance abuse issues and/or for mental health issues. Others admitted tryrng to harm
themselves or having had thoughts about doing so. A high number of youth reported

previous suicide attempts. Cwayna (1993) stated that avast majority of premature deaths
are related to the perils of homelessness, and can be prevented,

The literature review indicated that youth tend to travel to large cities like New

York, Chicago, or Los Angeles (Mann, 1983; Ritter, 1979;White, 1989). In this study,

a

significant number of youth indicated they had last resided in some of the following areas:

Florida, California, Chicago, Wisconsin, and Colorado. A majority
the Minneapolis are4 while others were just traveling through.
respondents indicated they were from greater Minnesota.

It

of youth were from

A small number of

appears that the segment

of

homeless youth studied in this research study were extremely mobile.

Not all youth applying for services were actually homeless. A few youth were on
the verge of being homeless and thus were looking for options. Reasons given for being
homeless typically were related to a breakdown within the family system, including being
asked to leave, parent child conflict, and abuse, which is consistent with the literature,

It

seems many youth become homeless through circumstances which are not readily

identifiable.
There was no indication that any of the youth app$ing for senrices were already
part of a homeless family. A couple of respondents indicated they were doing some
modeling in exchange for a place to sleep. Some youth reported they had been on their
own for several years.

2s

There were a high number of youth who indicated they had special health
concerns, including physical ailments, substance abuse issues, arthritis, and asthma. A few

reported needing glasses and some indicated they had learning disabilities. There were
several female respondents who identified they were pregnant or thought they might be.
Some respondents, including both males and females, indicated they were parents already.

Youth also noted having a parent or guardian who was disabled, chemically dependent, or
mentally ill. Many youth had at least one deceased or absent parent. This again is
consistent with the literature which identified homeless youth as youth from damaged
homes who have been exposed to a great deal of dysfunction.

Summary
This section described the findings found in the research study. This study confirms
that youth homelessness does indeed exist in Minneapolis, which is verified by the 507

youth who applied for services at the Minneapolis Youth Diversion Program during the
1996 calendar year,

The purpose of this research was to describe major characteristics of homeless

youth to help identify the reasons youth are beco*ing homeless. 'Tlousing, health and
homelessness are inextricably related"

(Daly, 1990, p, 1l

l). But the problem is real and in

order to change it we need to discuss solutions. Human service professionals can be a part

of the change. Social workers can serve as a liaison between the family and other social
systems in the community when the family is in need

of services because of violence,

abuse, or economic problems. Sociologists can focus on institutions (organizations,
agencies) and the impact of institutional change on adolescents. Psychologists can identify
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the primary psychosocial variables involved in normal adolescent development and
maladaptive development. The Juvenile Court System can concentrate on reducing

juvenile crime, and also decreasing the number of repeat offenders frorn becoming more
seriously involved in illegal behaviors (White, lg8g)
Minneapolis has some programs currently available to help homeless youth

including drop-in centers, shelters, group homes, outreach programs, treatment centers,
and corrections. According to Cwayna (1993) most youth on the street have been in at
least one of these facilities and these placements did not sufficiently prepare the youth for

living independently.
According to Damian Killeen (1986), young people will only end up in the
mandatory social work net under exceptional circumstances such as when their lives are at

risk, or when they are being demonstrably abused by their parents.
For the social welfare of our youtlr, more supportive developmental, educational,
and training programs need to be made available to provide youth with the skills for

employment and independent living And most importantly, homeless youth need to be
shown that society has not rejected them. Social workers need to focus on the needs of
our youth and work towards creating and providing them with better services.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION
Overview
This chapter will review the strengths and limitations of the study and also discuss
recofirmendations for future social work research This study explored the educational
background, age, gender, and ethnicity of youth applyrng for services at Minneapolis

Youth Diversion. Findings from the study indicate a majority of the youth had a least a
tenth grade education and were 17 years of age. More females than males applied for
services and a large percentage of the youth were African American followed by
Caucasian.

Strengths and Limitations of Study
Although the findings of this study will be valuable, it is not representative of the
entire homeless youth population. The information is based solely on youth who have
applied for services during an identified time frame at the Minneapolis Youth Diversion
Program. The Minneapolis Youth Diversion Progam is located in downtown Minneapolis
and typically senres inner-city youth. Youth residing in the suburbs or greater Minnesota
may not have been totally represented in the study population.

The use of intake forms to obtain pre-existing data is a limitation in itself. The
standardization of the sheet impacts the flexibility of respon$es and the interpretation

of
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the data. For example, physical abuse, se>nral abuse, and emotional abuse were not
questions asked on the intake forms that were used during the first seven months of the

year. A new form was used from August ttrough December. This form specifically
inquired about sexual abuse/assault, and violence.
The change in the intake form may have affected the responses. Some questions
were omitted while others were added. Also, a separate intake form was used for Spanish
speaking youth. The questions on this form were not consistent with questions listed on

the other intake forms. There were a total of four different intake forms used during 1996.

It

also appear$ some of the completed forms may have been duplicates or possibly some

of

the youth applied for services on more than one occasion.
Dependence on Staff

In addition, the accuracy of the findings is contingent on the consistency of
workers obtaining the information and maintaining the files. It is also contingent on the
accuracy of the information the youth provided when filling out parts of the form. The use

of secondary analysis is a limitation because clients and workers may regard terminolory
and operational definitions differently The existing intake form also determines the

variables included in this study.
Again, the research study can best be described as a descriptive study, describing
the characteristics of the homeless youth population. The findings have been reported in
aggregate form. Subjects were not randornly assigned. Instead, all clients (available
subjects) presenting for services during a pre-selected time, were used in the study.
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Implications for Policy and Program
Homeless youth are victims of the dysfunction's

ofthis society and they

need help

(Shane, 1989). Researchers could explore the follo*ing steps identified by Shane (1989)
as areas

for future research. The first identified step is visibility - admitting the existence of

homeless youth and society's responsibility for them. Next, we need to maintain our
compassion for these youth and their families as deserving families in need of services. The

third step is to prevent their suffering and loss (Shane, l9S9). These

are

just a few areas

which could be addressed in future research.
Other areas for potential research could include: Is running away during
adolescence a precursor to adult homelessness? Do shelters and outreach/drop-in centers
serve equal populations of males and females? What is the effectiveness of the intenrention
techniques? Which youth are most successful in placement? Strategies to use for gathering
data for research could include sunreying the target population and service providers,

using focus groups, or using agency data already available.

It is my hope that this research study will

Iead to advance programming for our

youth and a better understanding of the issues they face.

Conclusion
Almost daily, the newspaper and other media report on drug usage, sexually
transmitted diseases, violence, gang related activity, and the decreasing educational
advancement amongst our youth.

It is a common complaint that our society needs to

return to "basic values" such as honesty, truthfulness, kindness, responsibility, fairness,
and integrity.
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In today's multicultural society, every teenager is "at-risk." Drugs, alcohol, gang
pressure, emotional, physical, and sexual abuse are just a few of the difficult problems that
teenagers face today.

Children are entitled to protection and care when parents and guardians fail. A
society in which many are unemployed or on low-incomes is not conducive to the stability

of positive youth development. The goveffrment has an option. "It can add another turn to
the screw of deprivation and hopelessness, or it can take a lead in positive progrnm
development" (Killeen, 1986,

p

98)
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Appendix B

HOMELESS YOUTH STUT}Y
Date of birth

Age (at last birthday)_l0,_l

1,_12,_l 3,_14,

15,_16,_17 ,_l g,_lg,
20,_U, 22,_23,_other

Last grade completed in school

Gender Male Female Unknown
Racial or Ethnic Backgro und
Sexual abuse or assault

Physical abuse Yes_

Emotional Abuse

Yes No

Missing_

No_ Missing_

Yes No _ Missing_

Gang involvement

Yes No _ Missing
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Nanci J. Zenner
6036 - 143rd Street
Savage MN 55378
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Flita B. Weisbrod, Ph.D.
Chair
lnstitutional Fleview Board
612-330-1227 or FAX 612-330-1649
E-mail: weisbrod@augsburg.edu

RE: Your IHB application: Youth Homelessness"
Your application was processed as exempt from full board review under category 4 (use of data
records). You need to provide a copy of your data collection tally sheet to complete your file.
However, I am approving your application at this time pending receipt of that documentation.
Your IHB approval number is

#96-37:1

.

lf there are substantive changes to your application which change your procedures regarding the use
of human subjects, you should report them to me by phone (612-330-1227) or in writing so that they
may be reviewed for possible increased risk.
I wish you

well in this important research project

Copy: Glenda Dewberry

!

Rooney

2211 Fliverside Avenue

. tulinneapolis, MN 55454 . Tel. (612)

330-1 000

. Fax (612) 330-1649
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